We were interested too in a world without people and here the artistic aims begin to fray against the activist.
I could say a lot more about these artistic aims, but it would extend very much beyond the scope of this article. I also wish to say that while our artistic aims have deepened and evolved greatly, our activist aims have changed only slightly. People by and large are convinced that climate change is happening, but, incredibly, are by and large apathetic. Our task now is to motivate action. Part of this task is to deepen understanding of climate change so that the gravity of the situation is more truly felt; and part of this task is to energize a commitment to solutions. This is a crisis of vision. We have to show both the apocalyptic and the utopian possibilities. As artists attempting to make art, we have to show ourselves these things first. And that is not always easy.
So in answer to the question of whether we are artists or communicators? I would say both. As should be clear from the exposition of art above, we do not see "artist" and "communicator" as mutually exclusive. We hope to communicate on different levels to different people. We are also trying to communicate to ourselves. This last form of communication is exploration and is artistic intent. We see no reason why the artist could not include "science" among the things he communicates. I doubt this function is entirely new, however. I think Freud was an artist and a scientist. I think much sculpture communicates science. But what we are talking about here is something slightly different. We are talking about artists attempting to communicate climate change or issues that are thought of as environmental. We are talking about picking up on the warning signals of science. We are talking about artists explicitly carrying forward a torch that scientists lit but which they can carry no further. This is perhaps a new role and one that I hope is embraced by more people in the art world.
It is extremely important to acknowledge that we (like most people working on this issue) have no power to corroborate or even hypothetically test the premises of climate science upon which the warnings of the IPCC and the National Science Academies are predicated. We are TRUSTING the science community to be right and we are hearing the unusual tones of urgency in the writing. We are acting on that trust.
In that sense, our work is necessarily a translation of science. We would not know what to look for in the landscapes without scientists telling us. Our response to climate change is predicated on the overwhelming but difficult-to-hear voice of the climate science community (particularly the IPCC ad National Science Academies).
Scientists cannot gracefully become advocates or activists. It is mutually contradictory to their field. I am arguing that is not mutually contradictory to the field of artists, who are by nature communicators, even if they are complex communicators. ("Tell the truth, but tell it slant" says Emily Dickinson). Therefore, it is our responsibility to translate this work of scientists into an affective mode.
(By the way, we would very much like to work with a scientist on a pure collaboration. Thus far we have worked with scientists as informants and guides, but no scientist thus far has taken a real interest in helping us shape our work, to produce a work together. I hope this changes.) So does that mean that the artist has a "social" role today? Not inherently, but that role is certainly available. In choosing to have a social role the artist ensures that his or her work will have value beyond its merits as Art.
The artist may also find that the social function serves as a block to some people in appreciating whatever unique emotional/intellectual access that work has to offer. In other words the social function may ensure that the work's character as Art is obscured to some or to all, temporally or permanently. That is a bit sad for the artist, and a test of his or her commitment to the social function in question. Yet, it is disingenuous, and actually I think a bit reprehensible, privately to harbor intent for a social function but to disclaim that intent publicly. Nonetheless many artists do this for the benefit of their careers. They do this because they fear the "This is Not Art" critique, which is always justified for the individual making it, but nonetheless sometimes wrong and the product of elitism or other forms of closedmindedness.
In fact, we believe that if you are an artist specifically engaged in an issue like the degradation of landscape from climate change and resource mismanagement (like Edward Burtnysky, for example), and you decide not to acknowledge your social function, that is tantamount to Nihilism. We are categorically opposed to Nihilism (despite the beguiling films of Werner Herzog).
